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A Comparison of Locus of Control in 
Open and Traditional Elementary Programs 

Proponents of opan educaticn have made various clalma about the 
effactivenass of "open-' programs* Eia stress in theae clatos has 
usually been put on affective, rather than cogiititive growth COsren* 
Froman & Calchera^ 1974). Various educational erltlcs (Holt^ 1964; 
Kohl, 1959; Silberman, 1970) have assarted that "traditional" educa« 
clonal approaches stifle emotional and affective growth and have called 
for the implementation of programs such as "open" prograM to help re-^ 
medy this matter* 

Several writers (Aldrich, 1972; ft^en et al., 1974) have noted 
thats in spite of all chat has been writ ten about "open" education and 
of its promise for improved affective g^^owthj very little research has 
been conducted to establish the validity of such a claim* Eeschly and 
Sabers (1974) have noted the strong similarities between the progres-- 
slve education alms of the past and the goals of today's "open" educa- 
tion* They note that one of the problems which lead to the decline of 
the progressive movement was failure to document claims for broad so-^ 
cial and affective influences upon children* It seems, then, that re-- 
search Into the effects of "open" education upon various areas of--^---- 
affective growth Is much needed. 

Locus of control (Rotter, 1966) refers to a generalized belief 
that one's destiny is in his/her hands (Internal locus), or controlled 
by some outside force (external locus)* As seen by many of its critics 
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traditional education coerces atudmnts into behaving as directed by the 
teacher u In contrast, philosophically open programa encourage atudente 
to aaeura^ more active roles | to initiate j, plan and undertake projects 
indepemdantly ; to participate in self evaluationi and to make signlfi-- 
cant choices about the style and pace of learning. It would seam that 
the incraased student reaponsibllity in. an "open" set ting would result in 
a more internalised locus of control* Bia purpose of the present atudy 
was to test the validity of this hypothesis. 

Procedures 

The Instirument 

Following Rotter- s original locus of control work a ninabsr of scales 
dealgned to assess children's locus of control ware developed. A recent 
study by Eeimanls (1973) indicated that the presently available instru- 
EEants each tap somewhai: differ ant aspects of locus of confcrol and should 
not be considered as interehangeable. Since the present atudy was con- 
cerned with locus of control in educational settings the insttrument ae-- 
lasted for use was a revision of the Intellectual Achievement Responaibility 
( XAR ) Questionnaire (Crandall, Katkovaky & Crandallj 19651). Inspection 
of items orf^the various childrerA*s locus of control scales indicated 
that the lAp. was the only one oriented solely toward assessing loeua of 
control for academic endeavors* 

The lAR is composed of 34 ferced^choice items of the type" 

When you do well on a test at school la ,lt more 
likely to ba * . . 

a , because you studied for it, or 

b ^ because the teat was eapeclally easy? 
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The 34 items on the scala were designed to sample an equal nimber 
of positive and negative events. Thus^ the ^ provides an 1+ acore 
which indicates the child's belief in Intertial respanslbillty for suc- 
cesses and an I-^ score which Indlcatea her/his belief in Interoal re-= 
sponsibility for failures. 

Since the present study was to involve third thiroagh alKth graders, 
a somewhat shorter instrument vhlch would not ta% the limits of the sub- 
jects' attention span was deemed desirable. As a rasailt a revised In- 
strument concaining 22 Items was developed* Because some of the Items 
on the ^ dealt with topics that are foreign to "open*" aehDols, some of 
the 22 items on the revised scale are slight rewdrdlngs of original Items; 
e.g., substituting "project" for the orlglMl "test" in the item that 
appears as Item 1 on the revised scale. The 12 iteffls not Included on the 
revised scale were considered inappropriate for a nxmhmv of reasons; e.g* 
they involved concepts such as "passing to the next grade," involved words 
believed to be unfamllarp or involved non-academic situations such as 
playing cards or checkers. The 22 items iiere also selected so that half 
assessed responsibility for successes and half responsibility for failures 

A copy of the 22 item instrument is contained in the Appendix, Each 
item has been marked as to which response was scored as the Internal re- 
sponse and whether the item was scored as part of the positive or nega- 
tive subscale. 
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The Sample 

The Ss utilised for the present study wHtrm enrolled in threa schoola 
in the Minneapolis Public Schools, One of the axperlmental schools (de- 
signated in this paper as Open School) warn selacted becausa It had just 
begun operation as an ''open*' school at the outset of the study. Students 
anrollad In an *'*open" program that operated aa an option within another 
school comprised the second expar toental group (designated as C^en Pro- 
gram) . The "open" program in the school had been in operatldn for one 
year but had Just undergone expanalon so that about half of the Sa were 
in their first year in the program. The control group was comprisad of 
students enrolled in a "traditional" achool* 

The Minneapolis Public Schools has developed a sya tarn of educational 
alternatives which allows most elementary studemts and their families to 
choose their school from among two or more philosophically diffarant op- 
tions • Consequently i the Se enrolled in the schools Included in the 
present study were there because they and their family deemed that the 
most desirable of the available options* 
Administration Prc^cedures 

The revised lAR scale was groiap administered by the author or one 
of two assistante* During the administration, the classroom teacher 
usually stayed in the rear of the room Working on aomfithlng at his/her 
desk or performed some other task so as to remain unlnvolved with the 
assessment* For several groups the administration took place outside 
the regular classroom because not all students in the room were subjects I 
e*g*, in rooms containing second and third graders. 
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Preliminary research by Craridall, r^tkovsky & Crandall (1964) ±nd±- 
cated chat some third, fourth and fifth grade students ware not able to 
read well enough to take the In written form* To minimize poasible 
bias duexto reading ability, examiners in the present study read each 
item and the accompanying responses as the Ss followed along on their 
copy. Ss than marked their response choice and the examiner , after scan- 
ning the room to see that most Ss had had time to respond, read the next 
item and responses. 

The instructions read by the examiner Informed Ss thati 

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions 
and no one except myself will see your answers so please 
answer according to what you think. 

Students were then asked to listen as each question and the possible an- 
swers were read and to choose the answer "that best describes what hap-- 
pens to you or how you feel," 

Results 

For each item* Ss were allotted one point if they chose the response 
indicating they accepted responsibility for the event (internal response) 
and zero points if they chose the eKternal response. Thus* for both the 
1+ and I- subscales, the greater the score the greater the subJect^s be- 
lief that s/he is responsible for his/her successes or failures (l-> ^ 
Each subscale contained 11 items so the maximum possible score on elthar 
scale was 11* 

Tables 1-4 present the means and gtandard deviations of the 1+ and 
1= scores for each of the four grade levels included in the study. The 
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results in the tables are based on only those Ss for whom both pre and 
post test scores were available. 

Insert Tables 1-4 about here 

A Group X Sex analysis of variance was performed separataly for the 
1+ and I- pretest scores at each grade level, Tlie results of these 
analyses failed to reveal any significant differences^ 

A Group X Sex x Trials repeated-measures analysis of variance was 
performed separately for the 1+ and I- scores at each grade level. For 
the 1+ score these analyses Indicatad only one significant difference 
(p < ,05) . This was a significant group k sex x trials Interaction at 
grade 5. 

Analyses of the I- scores indicated three glgnlflcant differences 
(p < .05)1 

At grade 4 there was a significant trials naln effect with 
the mean scores Indicating a decrease ftom fall to spring. 

At grade 6 significant inceractlons eKisted for group x sex 
and group x trials* 

Discussion 

Three questions provided the Mjo:r foci for the analyses performed 
in the present study I 

1. Do "open" programs tend to attract students with a 
greater sense of internal respongibllity for their 
achievement successes and failures than '-traditional" 
progrania? 

2, Do studentg in "open" programs increasingly accept 
responsibility for their achievement succgsses and 
failures? 
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3, If students in "open" prograi^ Increasingly accept 
rasponsibility for their achievement successes and 
failures i do they do so at a different rate than 
students in "traditional" programs? 

With regard to the first question^ the absanca of significant dif- 
ferences when Group x Sex analyses of variance were performed on the 
pretest scores indicates that the students enrolled in "open" programs 
did not Initially possess a greater sense o£ Internal responsibility for 
their achievement successes and failures as compared to students enrolled 
in a "traditional" program. 

Only those Ss for whom pre and post data was available were Included 
in these analyses. Twenty percent of the Ss pretested in the Open School 
and Traditional School and 37 percent of those pretested in the Open 
Program were not included in the analyses because they were not present 
at posttesting* It is possible that had the analyses of pretest scores 
included all Ss for whom pre data was available, some slgnlfiaant dif= 
ferences might have been found. 

As far as student -s sense of responsibility for achievement aucces"- 
sas (1+) is concerned, the lack of any trials main effects in the Group 
X Sex X Trials analyses indicates that the Ss involved in the present 
study did not come to accept greater responalbility over the yearns timep 
The lack of significant group main effects also indicates that whatever 
changes did occur from fall to spring did not differ from "open" to 
"traditional,'* However * graphical analysis of the significant group x 
sex X trials interaction (Figure 1,) at grade 5 indicated that the mean 
score for girls In the Open Program decreased from fall to spring while 
it Increased for girls in the other two groups. For boys, the graphical 
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analysis (Figure 1*) indii ites t;hat the mean score for those In the two 
"open" groups increased from fall to spring but dacreased for boys in 
the Traditional School. 

Insert Figure 1 about hare 

Group X Sex x Trials analyses of the scores indicated a slgnlfi^ 
cant trials rain effect at grade 4 with the mean score decreasing from 
fall to spring. This indicates that the fourth grade students In the 
present study accepted less responsibility for their achievement failures 
at the end of the school year than they did at the beginning. The lack 
of an accorapanylng group main effect indicates that the decrease which 
occurred did not differ significantly according to whether the Ss were 
in the "open" or "traditional" groups. Graphical analysis (Figure 2*) 
of the significant group k trials interaction at grade sl3C Indicates that 
the mean score for students in the Open School decreased from fall to 
spring while it Increased for the other two groups. 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

There arei of course, a number of possible explanations for the 

failure to find that "open" educational programs produced a signlfi-^ 

cantly greater internalized locus of control for achievement events. 

Some of the possible trxplanations follow i 

Locus of control Is already well developed by grade 3 so 
that if the true effects o^ "open" education on locus of 
control are to be dlscwereu, research must be focused on 
younger children , 

An eight month period from pre to posttesting Is not suf- 
ficient time for the "open*' programs to affect locus of 
control. 
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The paper and pencil instrument utilised does not truly 
assess locue of control for achlavement avents* 

No measures of program implementation ware obtained so 
there is no assurance that the "open" programs utilized 
were truly ^'open" or chat chey dif fared from the "-tradi- 
tional" progrM* 

"open" education cannot be expected to produce differences 
on such measures as locus of control because different 
processes do not produce different results , 



Conclusion 

The lack of significant group main effects In the present study 
Indicates that students in the "open" programs did not acquire a greater 
sense of internal control for achievement successes or failures than 
students In a "traditional" program* Additionally s the lack of conals^ 
tent main effects for sex indicates that acquisition of a sense of in- 
ternal control of achievement successes or failures is not related to 
status on that Independent variable. 
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" APPENDIX ^ . / 
: NAME " ■ , . " AGE ' GIRL ^ 

1,. Vtoen you do well on a project at school^ is it more likely to be 
I4: a *, because you worked hard on it ^ or 

b t because it was especially easy? - ; • : 

2, When you have trouble tmderstanding something in school^ is it usual^ 

a . because it wasn' t explained clearlyj or y.^.-- . - 
. I*^ b , because you didn't listen carefully? 

3* Suppose your parents say you are doing well in school* Is thia likely to . 

happen .. _ .- - _ ■ . • • ■ - . ^ • 

I4. a * because yoiLr school work is good, or ^ 

_b, because they are in a good mood? v ; 

U* Suppose you did better th^i usual on something at school. Would it probably 
< - ' h^pen ■ • ■ ' r . ■ ■ 

I^- a. beQause you tried harderj or 

b * because someone heljDed you? ; _ 

5* If you solve a puzzle quicklyj is it ^ 

a # because it wasn't a very hard pu^zlei or 

b . because you worked on It carefully? 

6* Suppose you study to become a teacher^ seientistj or doctor and you fail. 
Do you think this woiild happen ' ' 

I- a , because you diii't work hard enough/ or . ■ 

°" ^ b . because you needed soma help^ and other people dldri^^t give it to you? 
7^ l^hen you learn something quickly in ochoolj is it usually , ^ 

I^- . because you paid close attention 5 or . 
b , because it was explained extra carefully? - 
8, When you find it hard to work arithmetic or math problem at school^ Is it 

I— a * because you didn* t prepare well enough before you tried them^ or - 
b . because the teacher suggested pi^oblems^ that were ^to^ ^ 

9» Vlhen you forget something you heard in class^ is it: . : 

- : ; a * beaause the teacher didn*t ei^lain it .very well^ or" . ' . ' . 
: I- b* because you didn't try very hard to jemember? . ^ ; ■ - 



iO. When yovi ^^d^ do well on a project at echoolv ig it 



; . a » because the pro jeot was especially hard j or ■ 
b * because you didn't, work hard enough on it? 

11» If people think you're bright oi" clever^ is it 

^ ^a. because they happen to like you^ or ■ ^ - 

I+_b* beoauee you usually act that way? : 

12. Suppose you don't do as well as usual on something at school. Would this 
probably h^pen ; ^'^^ 

I'" a # bacause you weren't as careful as usualj or 

b > because sbmebo^ bothered you and kept you from working?, 

13* Suppose you are showing a friend how to pl^ a game and he has trouble r 
with it* Would that h^pen 

a p because he wasn't able to underst^d how to play^ or , 



. 1^ b * because you coulto't explain it well? ; 

lU, When you find it easy to work aritlmetic or math problems at school ^ is it 
usually : r.. " . . v'^^ : 

a * becauae the teacher suggas ted problems that were especially easy j ' or 



16. If you can't work a pu^^lej is ^t more lifce^ to happen - 

I-a# because you are not especially good at working pui^lesj or . 
b,, because the ins true ticms weren't witten GXe^ly enough? 

17 m If a teacher gives your parents a ve^ good report about you j would It probably 

he ' ■ ~ ■ ■ . ' ' : 

ftp because she liked youj or - ^ v 



I4- b* because you prepared well before you tried them? 
10;. When you remember something you heard class^ is it usually 

14^ a. because you tried hard to remember j or - ; 

b* because the teacher e^laljied it well? 



I+__b^ because of the work you did? - - 

18 # V/hen you read a stoiy and can't remember much of it_^ is it usually 

■- ■ 

- :^ jL, because the story wasn't well written^ or 
I^_b* because you weren't interested in the story? 

" 11 



19* When you read a story and remember most of itj is it usually . ^ 

; a * because you were Interested in the storyj or 

b, because the stoi^ was well written? 

20. Suppose you became a famous teacher^ scientist or doctor* Do you think this 
woiJLd happen . : ; . 

a , because other people helped you when you needed itj or . 

b . beoauie you worked very hard? 

21. Suppose your parants say you ^en't doing weii in your school work. Is this 
Ijicely to happen more 

I* a* because your work isn't very good^ or ^ 

b . beof!';Use they are feeling cran^? . 

22. Suppose you're not sure about the answer to a question your teacher aifcs you 
and the answer you give twns out to be wrong. Is it likely, to happen 

a* because she was more particular than ueualj or 

b, because you answered too quickly? 
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